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GINA PORTER hands of Borno commoners'. Brenner's suggestion seems to be based essentially on Barth's reports of the slave raid which he accompanied in the early i85os, and upon opinions expressed in Borno in the mid-Ig6os 'that the only booty which filtered down to the troops was "blind, lame or broken-horned cattle '.6 We have then two rather different interpretations of the labour situation in pre-colonial Borno. Does this matter? Alkali certainly suggests that the issue of slave raids and slave trade is peripheral to the study of the economic factor in Borno, at least under the Seifuwa; but as Fisher implies (p. 290), such an issue cannot be dismissed so lightly. The availability of slave labour for commoner farmers would surely have been crucial to the agricultural productivity of this region. The implications for our understanding and interpretation of subsequent development and change in the region are also very considerable. This can be illustrated by reference to the question of the low incidence of rural wife-seclusion (kulle) in contemporary Borno. In a field study of modern rural marketing in Borno I found that Kanuri women played a prominent role in the distribution of local produce, which seemed rather surprising, in view of their Islamic background, and also in contrast to the pattern of trade in central Hausaland, where even rural women from poor families have retreated into seclusion in the twentieth century, and pursue their economic activities from compounds and through intermediaries, rather than in the market place.7 This suggested the need to look at the reasons behind the move to rural seclusion in Hausaland, and the absence of such development in Borno.
In part, the differences seem attributable to cultural variation between the Hausa and Kanuri; to differences in ground-water hydrology (it is more difficult, and expensive, to sink wells in many parts of Borno: thus, women may need to leave the compound to collect water); and to the differences in colonial economic history, itself related, in part, to location. Hausaland became the centre of export groundnut production in Nigeria due to its central location. This generated both greater wealth to pay for field labour, water carriers etc., and the need for large amounts of compound labour to shell the nuts.8
Central Borno was too peripheral, in locational terms, to make groundnut cultivation profitable to the same degree that it was in the central 6 In this way, a serious shortage of labour may have characterized the region. Nachtigal observed, with reference to flour refining, 'the labour power available among the middle classes for such work is not adequate'."6 Cohen has stated that sons of non-Kanuri slave women were considered fully incorporated members of Borno society in pre-colonial times, which seems to suggest a perceived need for population expansion."7 Certainly, in the twentieth century Borno's low population densities have had considerable influence on the pattern of agriculture and settlement, allowing the widespread continuation of bush-fallowing systems and considerable village migration. The effect upon women is likely to have been twofold, on the one hand obliging them all to work in the fields, on the other, putting a high price on their free labour. This may well account for the spirit of independence, associated with a high divorce rate, exhibited by many Borno women through to the present day. They are often able to withdraw from unsatisfactory marriages in the knowledge that they will find a ready demand for their labour elsewhere. In such circumstances, the question of purdah does not arise.
The non-seclusion of women is an important issue because of its continuing significance for the development of the Borno region. This is clearly exemplified by Usoro's survey of disparities in Nigerian rural poverty in the 1970s, when a major distinction in productive efficiency and well-being was drawn between the north Sokoto area and the Kukawa district, the latter's relative prosperity being related, in large part, to the participation of women in the labour force."8 Paradoxically, it would appear that the distinction between 
